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1.
A young man in a black uniform is kneeling on the floor with 
a mop in his hand.

He is working vigorously; passionately polishing the 
prison hall, as if convinced that this is his calling, that this 
is what he has been aspiring to his entire life—to be in this 
place and to clean the dark, 500 meter-long hallway. 

The hallway is divided into two parts in a style that is 
characteristic of mosques. Its walls have not been treated 
in ages, and the adjacent prisoners’ cells are not worthy of 
human habitation; even animals should not live there. 

The prisoner continues cleaning vigorously. With the 
filthy mop in his hand, he polishes the wide surface again 
and again, centering his entire strength on the assignment 
at hand as if he is able to remove all the thick and sticky 
layers of dirt that have accumulated over the years—as if 
there was the slightest chance that the floor would be clean 
once again.

Several steps from there, a uniformed guard is watching 
him. He is wearing a hat with a red star in the middle and 
his face is filled with bewilderment. The prisoner continues 
to clean vigorously, making sure the mop reaches every 
corner of the hall, as if he was fighting an unseen demon. The 
guard has trouble concealing his wonder or to understand 
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why the prisoner is struggling so, when it’s crystal-clear 
that the work is completely useless. The other guards, who 
circulate the prison halls with inflated chests as if they were 
the masters of the universe, also stare curiously when they 
pass the crouched prisoner. “Such a spectacle has never 
been seen before in the Tajikistan Central Prison,” they say 
to one another in their own language.

The prisoner continues with his labor. He works quickly. 
He finishes going over the entire hall, straightens his body, 
and slightly stretches his right arm. Then he walks over to 
the corner of the corridor, kneels once again, and returns 
to clean and polish the floor. A strange optimism is evident 
in his movements as if this time, some kind of improvement 
is on its way.

The guard approaches the prisoner and says, “They 
say here that you are more talented than the others. Is it 
true?” Without lifting his eyes from the floor, the prisoner 
continues cleaning vigorously.

With anger, the guard shouts, “Why don’t you answer 
me?” 

In response, the prisoner stops his work and looks at him 
quietly, mop in hand. “I will put you in solitary confinement 
and I will beat you up if you don’t clean this filth. Understand?” 
continues the guard in a threatening tone. 

The prisoner continues to stare at him in silence, but the 
ice-cold look in his eyes signifies that he is not afraid of 
confrontation, and even the price he will be forced to pay 
does not deter him.

They look in each other’s eyes for a long moment, and 
then the guard suddenly retreats. Within 15 seconds, he 
comes back with reinforcement. The four guards that come 
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to help him hold the prisoner and lead him handcuffed to 
a tiny cell, less than four square meters in size. The door 
slams shut and leaves a trail of loud noises that echoes in 
the prison space for a long while.

“Jew! Jew!” The prisoner hears the guards talking among 
themselves from afar, while they are distancing themselves 
from the tiny cell that is intended for those sentenced to 
death; awaiting their execution. He sits down in the corner 
of the cell. 

“At least I got to take in a bit of fresh air on my way here. 
This, too, is an achievement under these conditions,” he says 
to himself while wondering, “What do they want from me? 
Why is the Soviet Union so cruel to me? They robbed and 
killed my grandfather and his brother back in 1921, they 
locked away my father and my older brother, who have now 
died in prison, and my family was completely destroyed. I 
am the only one my poor mother has left and they decided 
to finish me off as well!”

I know what this prisoner is thinking, because this 
prisoner is me.

My story is the story of many, whose miserable destiny 
was to be born in the cruel, criminal and bloody Soviet 
Union.

Since my arrest five months ago, on February 16, 1968, I 
am constantly reconstructing my arrest in my mind. Why did 
it happen to me? What did I do? 
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***

The arrest came as a complete surprise to me.
That day I was at the “Russia” Hotel in Moscow, which was 

one of the Soviet empire’s luxury hotels. I took the elevator 
to the seventh floor and when I got to the pretty floor clerk, 
I smiled and gave her a pack of chocolates, which I had 
prepared beforehand. Then, as a routine thing, I was given 
the key to my room. “The floor clerk’s face seems pretty 
gloomy,” I thought to myself as I made my way to my room. 
While I was gently walking down the red carpet, I noticed 
three characters in front of me. There were two men with 
a blond woman walking in between them. Suddenly, the 
woman looked back and scanned me with a quick glance, 
but it didn’t raise any suspicions. It wasn’t the first time 
that a beautiful Moscow woman had looked at me, and I 
continued to walk. I didn’t understand that something was 
about to happen. I was in an elated mood, especially when I 
imagined the meeting that was to take place in 40 minutes. 
The woman I loved would be waiting for me by the Soviet 
hero Zhukov’s1 monument.

I opened the door to my room, quickly took off my clothes, 
and went to freshen up in the bathroom. While I was leaning 
over the sink, a knock sounded at the door. After a second, 
another knock. “Wait! One moment! I’ll be right there!” 
I called, wiping my face and running to the door. The two 
men and the blonde, who had been walking in front of me 
in the corridor a few minutes earlier were standing at the 

1 Georgey Konstantinowitz Zhukov – 1896-1974, one of the Soviet senior 
commanders during World War II, owner of ten medals of bravery, including 
four badges of “The hero of the Soviet Union.”
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door. Before I was able to understand what was going on, 
one of them, a tall, strong Russian man, placed his foot on 
the threshold, preventing me from closing the door. He had 
a KGB certificate of identification in one hand, and with the 
other, he was pointing a gun fitted with a silencer to my 
forehead. “You are under arrest. Do not object!” he said as 
he forced his way into the room with his two partners.

“What did you say? Who are you? What do you want from 
me? Maybe you made a mistake. Is it possible that you came 
to me in error?” I was firing questions, but they ignored my 
words completely. The man with the gun, probably the most 
senior of the three, seemed perfectly calm when he asked 
his partners to search my clothes. Yet, the hands of the 
other two were trembling a little, and it seemed like they 
were afraid.

“He has only a passport, Comrade Manager. A passport 
with the name of Roby Abramowitz Hagoel,” said the other 
man.

“OK, get dressed. You are coming with us,” said the 
comrade manager and looked at me funny. “If we are wrong, 
we will set you free right away, but you should know that 
we have been following you for several days now.” Despite 
my surprise, I didn’t lose my wits. I kept trying to convince 
the three that it was a misunderstanding; that it was an 
unpleasant mistake and that I had no time to accompany 
them. “I have an important meeting. My girlfriend is waiting 
for me and I cannot be late—she is coming from Leningrad 
and she has nowhere to go.” I tried to appeal to their hearts, 
but to no avail. 

“You are coming with us!” they ordered.
I went with them, looking at my watch. “Maybe they are just 
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thieves,” I was thinking as we entered the hallway. I noticed 
people coming and going, entering elevators and coming 
out of them. When the doors of the first elevator opened, I 
immediately stepped inside. When the elevator door closed 
with me alone inside, I was relieved that I had been able to 
successfully escape the KGB agents. But when I reached the 
ground floor, the doors opened and the other two agents 
immediately grabbed me. “This hotel is surrounded and well 
secured,” I thought to myself. One of the agents disturbed 
my thoughts with, “Did you try to escape, eh Roby? That’s 
not so easy. Not this time, at least.”

A quick glance at the entrance door to the hotel made it 
clear to me that my way out was blocked. There was a large 
gathering of cops standing there, preventing everyone 
from coming in or going out.

“It’s serious—they are really taking me seriously,” I 
thought to myself, and then I remembered that in the 
beautiful black bag I left in the room there was a large sum 
of money. It was far too great a sum to be considered as 
savings from my salary, at least in Soviet terms, according 
to which an average salary was so meager that it could not 
allow a person to live properly. “They can find the bag and 
ask how such a sum fell into my hands,” I worried, “and it 
may serve as sufficient cause to arrest me.” I realized I had 
to quickly dispose of the key, so I could deny that the bag 
was mine. Only one question remained, and it was, “How, for 
God’s sake, can I do it?”

“Get in here!” a deep voice shouted out to me.
I entered the room, which was about 12 square meters, 

with a table and nine chairs. On one side, a lieutenant colonel 
was sitting and four policemen were sitting next to him, all 
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wearing uniforms. Looking at the stern agents, I suddenly 
understood what I had been suppressing until then, while I 
was preoccupied about my beloved. I was in deep trouble.

And still, the only thing I could think about then was the 
key. I had to separate it from the keychain and immediately 
get rid of it; but how? I knew it was going to be hard for 
me to tear the thread that joined the keys. I kept holding 
one of the gloves in one hand, and struggling to break 
the chain with the other. “I have to do something,” I said 
to myself. Again, I was ignoring what was being said to 
me, and I focusing on my war against the key chain in my 
jacket pocket. I knew they would search me soon and then 
everything would be lost.

“I have to use both hands to be able to get rid of the 
bloody key,” I thought. Suddenly, out of an inner urge I 
started screaming at them, “What do you want from me? 
What are you accusing me of?” While grabbing the left 
pocket with my left hand, I tore the chain at once.

Now what? What will I do with the key? Everything 
happened so fast. I threw the key on the parquet floor 
towards the table. It jumped under it five or six times until it 
fell silent. Miraculously, no one paid attention. A feeling of 
triumph took a hold of me. I felt I had won a small victory in 
the long battle that was ahead of me.

“We have been looking for you for a long time, Roby. I 
knew that someday we would catch you too,” the lieutenant 
colonel said.

Me too? The sentence hit my head like a hammer. Me 
too? I didn’t know it then, but from that moment on, I spent 
my entire life trying to understand that sentence, but with 
only limited success.
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“Why and what for? We’ll explain, we’ll explain,” said the 
officer. 

“I still think you are wrong, and I again ask that you check 
yourselves,” I interrupted him, but it meant nothing. A few 
minutes later, I found myself inside a KGB vehicle, instead 
of a police car.

A young man about my age accompanied me during the 
ride. “What did you do?” he asked me.

“Do you mean to tell me that neither you nor the 
cops know why you are escorting me?” I answered him. 
“Interesting. Does this job give you satisfaction? Is this what 
you find interesting?” I asked. There was silence.

I looked at the people around me. I noticed that I 
was being escorted by intelligent-looking men, senior 
investigators, and I assumed that something serious was 
probably happening to me—something dangerous. Maybe 
they discovered that I tried to run away from the Soviet 
Union to the West years before? I sailed down memory 
lane to faraway places, to other times, reconstructing how I 
arrived at the train station in Tashkent. I had meant to dress 
up as a circus man and leave the Soviet Union borders with 
the circus. Everything had been organized, but at the very 
last second before entering the car, in an irreversible step, 
I changed my mind.

I had wanted to get away from this country so much. This 
country, which was practically governed by criminals who 
were committing an endless number of injustices and crimes 
against humanity. I dreamed of joining a school for spies in 
the West and then returning to the communist Soviet Union 
as a spy to fight the regime and bring it down.
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But there was another side to all of this. On my way to the 
car, which was supposed to lead me to freedom, I thought 
about my mother. What would happen to her? She would 
never know where I had gone. I would be considered dead 
in her eyes. Me, her youngest son, the last person that 
remained in her life after losing my brother, my sister, and 
her husband, who was my father.

I stood next to the train car. “You can’t stop here,” said the 
man who had organized the escape operation. “Roby, keep 
going,” he urged. “Roby, what is going on?” he continued in a 
worried tone. He covered his face with a newspaper. I feared 
that he might suspect me of betrayal, for I had been talking 
so much about my desire to leave the Soviet Union. Now that 
the moment is here and I suddenly hold back? “Don’t worry, 
there is no conspiracy here—it’s my mother! I can’t betray 
her and leave her all alone; to condemn her to loneliness 
from now till the last day of her life. Please understand. Now 
go and contact me when you can.” The train started moving 
and the man disappeared inside the car.

“We are here!” the voice of the officer who escorted 
me announced, interrupting my thoughts. It was snowing 
heavily outside, and there was already a thick layer on the 
ground. I estimated it to be at least two meters deep and in 
such conditions, there was no chance of running. I got out of 
the car and looked around me. The fact that they brought 
me to the police station on 7 Archipova Street and not the 
KGB headquarters got my attention. Inside I crossed several 
corridors before being led to the investigation room.

“Well,” the investigator, who seemed to be a drunk, said 
to me, “You seem like a regular bloke, and not like a criminal. 
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Wait for me outside.” I waited, surprised that no one was 
guarding me. I immediately thought, “I have to run away.” I 
looked all around—as far as my eyes could see. There wasn’t 
one living soul near me, but there was no chance that I 
was left alone unguarded by accident. It seemed strange. 
I assumed there were two possibilities; either the people in 
charge of me were hoping that that would I run, or it was 
bait. By trying to run, I would provide them with the excuse 
they are looking for—which will really get me into trouble.

I tried to feel the limits a little by walking around, but the 
minute I came close to the exit door, a squad of policemen 
appeared in front of me like a wall.

“You wanted to run away, eh?” one of them asked me. “I 
have no reason to run, you are wrong,” I answered. I was 
completely convinced of my innocence and the fact that at 
the end of the day, everyone would see it.

At midnight, I was relocated to a new station. Later, I 
found out it was the famous KGB interrogation center on 
38 Petrovska Street.

In the armchair in front of me sat a broad shouldered 
man, with an intelligent and even pleasant appearance. “Sit 
down, Roby, please sit. Why is there a search warrant out 
for you all over the Soviet Union?” he asked me. I didn’t 
know what to say.

He began with a flood of questions that I couldn’t answer. 
“Why have they been looking for you for so many years and 
haven’t found you until now?” He continued, “Where have 
you been all this time? What have you been doing? Why 
don’t you tell me what it is you have been doing all these 
years? This is your passport, right?” 
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“That’s right.” I barely answered, shocked at the severity 
of the questions that were being thrown at me.

Then I remained silent. Have the authorities been looking 
for me all the years I have been living in Leningrad? Are 
they trying to “pin” a case on me, like they did to my father 
during World War II? It is well known that the Bolsheviks will 
not suffice with killing anyone they consider their enemy, 
but they will not skip their offspring either. During the cruel 
oppression in 1937, the Bolsheviks arrested my father for 
no reason, so my mother tells me, and put him in prison 
for five years. To this day, no one knows what he has been 
accused of, not even informally. A jury of three judges read 
his sentence without even taking a look at him. The rhythm 
of the judgments was similar to a factory production line. 15 
people were sentenced within one hour, including people 
who received sentences for five, ten and even 25 years in 
jail. For some, it was the second or third time they had been 
tried.

Now a stern man was sitting in front of me. Until that 
moment, he was the most serious person who had spoken 
to me. “What was your former last name?” he asked me. I 
carried my mother’s maiden name, at her request, to avoid 
possible complications that may be associated with my 
father’s family name. 

“Yes, I changed my family name,” I confessed.
“Ah, OK. So you can rest in our hotel for now, OK?” he 

said, while handing me a form and a pen to sign it with. “Sign 
here!” he ordered. Despite leaving a different impression, 
I understood exactly what hotel the officer was talking 
about.
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I took the pen, acting as if I intended to sign. I looked at 
the form, wondering what he wanted to sign me. “Clause 
22:4—stealing significant amounts of Soviet property,” it 
said. The officer/prosecutor understood I wasn’t going to 
sign anything, but he didn’t say a word.

“I am not signing this,” I declared, and put the pen back 
in its place on the table. I looked at the officer, who seemed 
to be surprised. I was quite serious, completely calm and at 
peace with myself. I felt and acted as a man who had decided 
to withstand whatever came his way, no matter.

While the officer continued to question me, he kept 
looking at something hidden behind my back. At some point, 
I realized he was being guided by a board with questions 
listed that he should ask me.

“Now, go in peace. I think you are a pretty wise guy, and 
some day you will understand that I signed for your arrest 
for your own sake!” he told me. He then turned to the cops, 
who were waiting in the hallway near the open door, and 
said, “Take him and let him play the piano2. And you sign this 
too,” he said, handing them my interrogation form. Then he 
got up and went away.

I looked at the form he had given them. I didn’t have a 
chance to see what he wrote inside, except for one detail. 
At the top of the page, the date was written—16 February, 
1968.

2 Police slang meaning fingerprinting
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2.
That night I was unable to fall asleep for even one moment. 
Bothersome thoughts were disturbing my sleep. What 
would happen to me? How would this all end? It seemed 
like they knew everything about me! The meetings with the 
Israeli ambassador, his wife and daughter, the letter to the 
Procurator General of the USSR, Rudenko, and the fact that 
I refused to accept his reply afterwards. Since then, I guess 
they have been following me. They probably also found the 
money I left in the hotel room. I wonder what made them so 
angry. Could it be because the head kerchiefs I designed for 
Muslim women were so beautiful and they have been selling 
in such large quantities? It was hard to know exactly what 
was going on, and no one was telling me why I was arrested.

And if that wasn’t enough, I found myself surrounded by 
a large conglomerate of lawless creatures; rapists, thieves, 
drunks and one lonely singer who was playing Western 
songs on his guitar. Trying to encourage me, he said, “Don’t 
worry, Roby. They won’t free me, but they will free you. I 
was caught singing songs that are forbidden to be played 
or heard in the USSR.” 

While lying there, I remembered a similar incident, and 
wondered if that was the reason for everything that was 
happening to me.
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***

The time I remembered was during the period following 
the end of the Six Day War, when singing Israeli and Jewish 
songs had been prohibited. It was my friend’s birthday, and 
we celebrated the occasion at the Khrustalnaya restaurant 
in Kutuzovskiy Prospekt in Moscow. The group included six 
men and six non-Jewish ladies, who were very pretty. The 
restaurant was packed. There were about 250 diners there 
at the time, and a local band was entertaining the crowd.

I signaled one of the waitresses to approach, and I 
asked her to pass the musicians a 100 Ruble bill, which was 
an amount equivalent to an engineer’s monthly salary. I 
requested, “Please tell them that I want them to play Hava 
Nagila, OK?” 

The waitress smiled and took the money, but the players 
refused to accept it. “We’ll play any song you ask, only not 
that one, OK? We are not allowed, sorry,” they apologized. 
I smiled and looked at them. They smiled back and signaled 
me again that they were unable to accept my request. 
I added another 100 Ruble bill. This time, the waitress 
returned and told me that they were willing to play a part 
of the song, but slowly and quietly. I smiled in consent, and 
they started playing.

Within seconds, the room was shaking. Everybody was 
jumping up and down, singing and dancing to the pleasant, 
familiar and sweeping Jewish music. The musicians realized 
there was no going back and that they had to play the song 
and sing it loudly to satisfy the demands of the audience.

At the end of the evening, a good-looking lady came up 
to me and slipped a note into my shirt pocket. “Tomorrow at 
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7:00 p.m. I would like to meet with you at the entrance to the 
restaurant. Don’t forget,” She said as I raised a champagne 
glass to her, and she returned a similar gesture.

***

Now, in the prison cell, I wondered if they knew about that 
incident too.

Ten days had passed when a man in civilian clothes 
appeared, sat down in front of me, and announced, “You are 
being sent to Central Asia.” Stunned, I hid my face inside my 
hands. The singing prisoner came up to me, but after being 
warned not to have any contact with him, I ignored him.

The next day, I was transferred to another place; this time 
to the Moscow Central Penitentiary, which was surrounded 
by numerous iron gates and the most secure prison I had 
encountered so far. “I can’t escape from here,” I thought to 
myself.

“Take off all your clothes!” a nervous warden shouted at 
me. “Nude, nude!” he repeated. “Now bend. Good. Lift your 
hands up. Good. You are strong, aren’t you? Get dressed!” 
he demanded. A barber cut my nicely groomed hair, and 
while he was hastily shortening my locks, I wondered what I 
looked like, but my thoughts were cut short with, “Get into 
room no. 5!”

“Hello, I’m Roby,” I announced as I entered the room, 
which was shared by about 20 prisoners. Some of them 
returned a weak “hello” back, staring at me from where 
they sat.

“Why you?” the oldest among them asked.
I answered, “I don’t know.”
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He asked, “Well, lad, this is your place. Do you want to 
eat?”

“No, thank you. I’m not hungry,” I said while examining 
what was supposed to be my new home for the near future.

“Eat up, eat up. There is not much to eat here. We will be 
sent to a place where hunger will rule, so you better eat,” 
the old man insisted.

The hours passed, and I began to mingle with the other 
prisoners. I mainly got to know four of them; the old 
gentleman who welcomed me and three prisoners who had 
served as soldiers in the Red Army in East Germany. The old 
prisoner told me that he had been sentenced to six years 
for running over an elderly woman. She had jumped under 
the wheels of the ambulance that he was driving. Later, I 
also learned the stories of the three soldiers. One of them 
had punched a German for calling him “a Russian pig,” which 
ended with eight broken teeth and an appropriate sentence 
of eight years in prison. The second one, a captain, was 
sentenced to five years for a quarrel with a major, and the 
third one had been sentenced for the same time in prison 
for disobeying an order.

Pretty soon, we all become friends. They told me, “We have 
been together for a long time. On the way from Germany, 
we realized that in order to survive we would have to be 
united. Being a lonely prisoner is very dangerous.” I agreed 
with them, and we all shook hands.

The following morning, a little window opened. They were 
handing out food, which was known as the famous mixture 
of Russian prisons—wheat soup, some pickles and a lot of 
water. I got a portion too.


